The majority of bird species experience high mortality when they are juveniles, apparently because they have not yet acquired proficiency in a whole range of activities that affect their chances of survival. Since an individual's longevity has such a profound influence on its lifetime reproductive success (Newton 1989) , it is important to investigate how individuals acquire, as they mature, the skills that influence survival.
One requirement for many young vertebrates is to learn to trade off alternative options or competing activities as experience alters the balance of advantage between them. Juvenile oystercatchers, Haematopus ostralegus, are inefficient at foraging on mussels, Mytilus edulis, when they first arrive on the wintering grounds in August and, despite their low dominance, regularly attempt to steal prey from conspecifics (Goss-Custard & Durell 1987a) . By early winter, however, their foraging efficiency matches that of adults, but they have become even more subdominant, resulting in high levels of foraging interference from other oystercatchers. Juveniles have a much higher mortality rate than adults over the winter (Goss-Custard et al. 1982b; Kersten & Brenninkmeijer 1995) , with many dying directly or indirectly from food shortage (Goss-Custard et al. 1996) . Their first few months on the wintering grounds in autumn is clearly a time of important and rapid change in both foraging and kleptoparasitic activities. This provided an opportunity to investigate, by the rate-maximizing optimality approach, how the trade-off between finding food independently for themselves and stealing it from others changes with experience at this early, and critical, stage in their lives.
METHODS
We collected data on bed 20 (Goss-Custard et al. 1982a ) of the Exe estuary in August-November 1985. Observations were made using a 20-60 telescope from an elevated hide, 4 m above the mussel bed, entered by foot on the receding tide. We subdivided the bed into squares of 25 25 m by bamboo sticks to locate birds and to measure competitor density. We collected data only at densities of less than 80 oystercatchers/ha, when
